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FORMERLY a speech was delivered annually in the chapel of Caius College, Cambridge, on the progress of medicine from the time of Dr. Caius. On May 11, 1870, it fell to the lot of Thomas Clifford Allbutt to deliver this. In scholarly and eloquent terms he showed that theories of disease were undergoing a great change; disease was not something with an independent existence, but is "the living body in a peculiar state", and the function of the physician was "to put the body in such a position that it may most quickly recover its own balance". He believed that chemical inquiry was already finding the way into many of the remoter secrets of function and looked forward to the construction of some sort of canon for the discovery and adaptation of remedies, "an achievement" as he said "which would at once raise Medicine into the front rank of intellectual pursuits". Far though we may still be from realizing that canon, his other contentions, so apart from the thought of 1870, are now part of our common inheritance and justity me in speaking of him as the exemplar of the transition from 19th to 20th century medicine.
It is impossible here to give a detailed account of all he accomplished in nearly ninety years of life, nor is it necessary since it has been done so admirably by Sir Humphry Rolleston in a book to which I am much indebted for many of the facts I shall relate.
In the main I shall concentrate on three things, the forward direction of his thought, his work for tihe Cambridge School as Regius Professor of Physic, and his remarkable personality as I remember it. Some biographical details are, however, essential.
Thomas Clifford Allbutt was born at Dewsbury, Yorkshire, on July 20, 1836, the only son of the Reverend Thomas Allbutt. His mother was a Wooler, a family closely associated in friendship with the Brontes. Allbutt's impression was that Emilv Bronte was a most unagreeable woman, with whom no one could get on except Charlotte, whom he thought "as dull as a governess ought to be". Five of his ulncles were medical and he had a free run of the surgeries of two of them and he was fascinated by the strange labels, "mummv powder", "horn of unicorn" and "crab3' eves". He was also a diligent student of the L(incet when only 9 or 10 years old. He had a small laboratory at home where he was always making experiments. His delicacv as a child he afterwards attributed to the "sparkling water" of the Vicarage well that gave him a continued fever, treated by avuncular bleedings, antimony, mercurv, and blisters which left lifelong scars on his back. Thus from the very beginning he was interested in the past, suffered from the present and looked forward to the future of therapeutics. He went to the famous and ancient St. Peter's School, York, of which the great Alcuin, who stimulated Charlemagne to found the Cathedral schools, had been Master from 772-782.
His In 1869 he married Susan England. They had no children, so they adopted a niece of hers. It was a singularly happy marriage; he told me that when he was away from home he wrote to his wife every day. She was a gracious hostess and shared all his interests; she survived him about twelve years and was well over 90 when she died.
Soon after his marriage, Allbutt was elected a member of the Alpine Club; he had always been an enthusiastic climber from the age of 14 and continued the practice to quite an advanced age. In one of his papers on overstrain of the heart he described how he brought on an attack of acute dilatation of the right ventricle by climbing and how he lay down and percussed out his own enlarged cardiac dullness. Professor Roy (who had a similar experience when, convalescent after typhoid, he had an unexpected call to an accident on the mountains) told me that so far from percussing out his heart, he thought he was going to die and felt no interest in scientific observation. This was the period in which Allbutt advanced the view that tetanus toxin extended up the peripheral nerves to the central nervous system, but this, although now established, was rejected by a committee of the Pathological Society. His advocacy of cold baths in the treatment of hyperpyrexia was more successful. In 1876 his paper on Mental Anxiety as a Cause of Granular Kidneys proved the stiarting-point of his work on hyperpiesis which he continued for so many years. About this time he became a pioneer of the open-air treatment of tuberculosis-another subject in which he continued to take warm interest for the rest of his life. He also had some severe things to say about "brain forcing" at school, maintaining that precocity was gained at the cost of feeble maturity and early decay and that schoolmasters as a class were utterly unconscious of the existence of the science of physiology. Here then is a whole group of topics where his view was definitely in advance of contemporary thought. As in thought so in conduct, for in 1880, being scandalized by medical expert witnesses contradicting one another in Court, he persuaded those in Leeds to refuse to give evidence except after consultation between both sides, a proceeding highly commended by Mr. Justice Stephen.
As is well known he deplored the divorce between medicine and surgery and induced his colleague Pridgin Teale to introduce the operation for removal of tuberculous glands in the neck. I am old enough to remember the ghastly scars that disfigured so many necks before this advice was generally followed.
In March 1884, having been elected F.R.C.P. in the previous year, Allbutt delivered the Goulstonian Lectures on Visceral Neuroses in which among other things he castigated the prevalent attribution of many ailments in women to small uterine displacements that required continued treatment "except during the long vacation when the gynaecologist is grouse shooting or salmon fishing or leading the fashion in the Upper Engadine". There is no doubt that these lectures had a profound influence on the recognition of the abdominal expression of psychoneuroses. The next month he retired from the active staff at Leeds under the twenty-year rule, but that he was heavily engaged in extensive consulting practice is shown not only by a comparatively small literary outpuit during the next five years but still more by his toying with the idea of retirement at the age of 53. Instead came an interlude of three years in the form .of a Commissionership in Lunacy before he was to take up even more important work. Surprise has often been expressed at such an unexpected change, but his asylum work made him suitable for it and it proved acceptable to him. A smaller income was offset by lighter work. He settled at 3, Melbury Road, Kensington, amid an artistic coterie which included G. F. Allbutt made good use, however, of his eight years' exclusion from hospital work for he employed them in the production of his System of Medicinze, a really great literary and scientific work. The introduction is an exposition of his medical philosophy, in which he maintained that there is no more a standard pattern of disease than a standard pattern of man. Disease is not an entitv, but a reaction of the whole individual. He disliked the label of "types" though he had to admit their adoption in a Svstem of Medicine. This essay was, to the regret of manv readers, deleted from the second edition in which Sir Humpbry Rolleston collaborated. Possibly the author considered his view, previously regarded as revolutionary, was now accepted and therefore need not be repeated. Fourteen other articles appeared from his pen and I would specially call attention to those on digestive neuroses and on drug addiction as admirable examples of real medical literature.
The last decade of the nineteenth century in which Allbutt took office was indeed an extraordinary one in the history of medical progress. It saw the beginning of endocrine therapy, the first antitoxins, the discovery of X-rays and radium, the start of clinical pathology. To those of us who were students then it seemed, as it had a century before to Wordsworth-"Bliss was it in that dawn to be alive But to be young was very heaven." It wasn't really, but the kindly finger of Time has rubbed out the unpleasant memories and left only the recollection of the thrills and excitement as discovery followed on discovery. Allbutt was always alive to such new developments even to an advanced age. As an instance of this outlook I may quote his remark that during his lifetime medicine had "not so much changed as transformed: a generation ago the doctor was an observer and a naturalist, and by practice mainly an empiric; now medicine was being reconstructed" on a more scientific basis. In the same spirit he kindly wrote the preface for an Encyclopaedcia of Medical Treatment. I edited in conjunction with the late Keogh Murphy in 1915. After a remarkable r6sume of the progress of medicine he said: "On a mountain in Switzerland, far away from books and papers, I have ventured to make this sketch of the new Therapeutics . . . I have rambled at large among the discoveries which have awakened my own enthusiasm
. What a joy it would be to start from the present and, with these new visions, to begin it all over again!" A striking pronouncement from a man who had just entered his eightieth year. The late Dr. W. E. Dixon, Reader in Pharmacology in the University, bore testimony to this extraordinary freshness of mind when he told me within a year of Allbutt's death that he would still discuss the work going on in the Department and even suggest new experiments.
The breadth and forward direction of his outlook was manifested in many other ways. Thus for years he strongly advocated the study of comparative pathology and was instrumental in founding the Section for this subject in this Society, becoming, appropriately enough, its first President. Always an advocate of fresh-air treatment (though as he put it "not treatment bv hurricane") in tuberculosis, he was actively interested in Varrier-Jones' scheme for Village Settlements for tuberculous subjects. At the outbreak of the last war, Varrier-Jones, who was rejected for the Army on account of his heart, that heart which was to fail him so tragically twenty-seven years later, undertook the duties of the Cambridge Tuberculosis Officer, who had joined up. He soon realized that as long as patients were returned to their old environment they were doomed to relapse. So Believing as he did that one of the functions of a University is to teach students to think, he attached great importance to the theses presented for the degree of M.B. and tightened up the procedure. The history of university theses is of some interest. They had replaced the old mediaeval "Disputations" in the eighteenth century. That there was abuse of the method is shown in Gunning's reminiscences. He tells of a man named Nicholson in the later part of that century, who used to wander up and down college staircases murmuring "Maps, maps for sale". But this merely cloaked his real mission, which was to act as an agent between candidates and needy dons who provided candidates with theses. His own commissions must have been lucrative for they enabled him to start a bookshop opposite the Senate House, which later was purchased bv the Macmillan brothers before they embarked on their London venture. Then the business became Macmillan & Bowes, and is now familiar to us as Bowes & Bowes.
Gradually theses were abolished except for doctorates, for the M.B. and as an alternative procedure for the B.D. Allbutt attached great importance to the style in which the M.B. thesis was presented and was so impressed with the inability of candidates to write decent English that he published Notes on the Composition of Scienltific Papers, illustrated by choice examples of English as it ought not to be written. As he neatly put it, his quotations were "given for the most part without acknowledgment, for obvious reasons". Indeed, latterly he seemed more concerned about the style than the matter of the thesis. Still his efforts to stem the tide of scientific jargon, masquerading under the title of medical literature, were much needed and were not without effect.
It was complained by graduands that the delay in obtaining their degree caused by the preparation of these theses handicapped them in competing for resident appointments against graduates of other universities, or those qualified by the Conjoint Board. Allbutt met this by securing that the Bachelorship of Surgery, only obtainable when the whole M.B., B.Chir. examination had been passed, should be a registrable qualification. It was also alleged that the whole thing was stultified by literary "ghosts" who wrote the theses. But the cross-examination of the candidates would soon reveal whether the work was substantially his own, some help not being objected to. I only once had reason to be suspicious, and that curiously enough was of an M.D. thesis by a distinguished dermatologist! It was therefore a great regret to me when my successor induced the University to abolish the M.B. thesis. I regard it as a retrograde step for the following reasons. They gave the young gradcuand the task of working at a specific problem and presenting his results in due form; these could be discussed with and criticized by a senior man, which should be a help to him when he later embarked on the shoals of "medical literature".
It made for good personal relations for every graduand to have a talk of ihalf an hour or so with his Regius. I owed my first personal association with Clifford Allbutt to reading my thesis to him. It induced men to revive contact with their University and College by their having to come up to read their thesis and then take their degree in person, the whole forming a pleasing ritual which distinguishes a University from a mere examining body. Since theses were abolighed an increasingly large proportion of men just take the degree by proxy. To the Regius Professor the system had, besides the opportunity of knowing something of each graduate personally, the advantage of finding out just which teachers were influencing the students in the teaching hospitals. I hope I may be pardoned this incursion into controversy, which is dictated by my loyalty to my great predecessor's ideas. His efforts to raise the standard of general education of medical men were unceasing. As he said in 1902: "I have had already to observe to my pain that the Cambridge medical student of to-day is by no means 'learned'; that too often he thinks loosely, and that he does not always write even the English of the gentlemen who do the fires and murders for country journals. On his Latinity I will discreetly keep silence." It may therefore surprise some that he took so leading a part in urging, at length successfully, the abolition of compulsory Greek at Cambridge, but as he said, "If we make Greek optional we can raise our standard of Latin" and he deprecated "the sterile metihods of cramming little boys with the abstract propositions of grammatical pedagogues" as a preparation for later passing the Littlego. Allbutt's own distinction as a classical scholar was recognized by his becoming President of the Classical Association and was shown by his great book on Greek Medicine in Rome.
When this Section was established here in 1912, Osler became President and Allbutt was one of the original Vice-Presidents. It was indeed a fortunate thing for British Medicine that during most of the first quarter of this century the Regius chairs at Oxford and Cambridge were held by men of such outstanding distinction as Osler and Allbutt, so similar in outlook, so complemental in temperament. Those of us who were present at the celebration here of Osler's 70th birthday will never forget the impressive dignity and charm with which Allbutt presented the Festschrift to him. nor Osler's beautiful and touching reply, in the course of which he said: "To you, Sir Clifford, in fuller measure than to anyone in our generation has been given a rare Drivilege; to you when young, the old listened as eagerly as do now, when old, the young." It was indeed that universality of appeal which was Allbutt's great source of influence. In a sense, apart from the handicap of deafness, he never, even physically, seemed to grow old until quite shortly before his death. He could make humorous references to his years such as "that state of mind which seems mellow wisdom to its owner, but appears to the younger generation as senile obstinacy". On another occasion he said that while demonstrating on a patient aged 40 he became conscious of a misunderstanding between himself and his students. He finally traced it to the fact that he was regarding someone as in the prime of life who to undergraduates was already in the sere and yellow leaf. In this playful humour he kept in touch with old and young alike.
It would be a misfortune for his memory if Orpen's portrait of him in the Fitzwilliam Museum should come to be regarded as an authentic likeness, for it is almost a caricature. When taxed with this Orpen replied, "Well, to tell the truth, I wasn't interested in the old man"; which is a criticism of the artist rather than of his subject.
It would be tedious to detail all the honours which fell thick on him, and all the honorary degrees conferred. It is somewhat surprising that he did not become a K.C.B. until he had been Regius Professor for fifteen years, but, as a matter of fact, he had declined a knighthood even before he was appointed to Cambridge. He had little desire for such honours, but I think he was gratified by the chorus of congratulations he received on that occasion, and also when he was made a Privy Councillor in 1920. His election to the Royal Society, now so rare for a physician, should also be mentioned.
It was delightful to enjoy his and Lady Allbutt's hospitality at St. Rhadegund's. The house and grounds are now divided up, for, alas, those spacious days are a thing of the past. After dinner his guests would discreetly retire into the garden to smoke, as for some unknown reason, tobacco fumes produced troublesome extrasystoles in their host. He had indeed several curious drug idiosyncrasies.
It was extraordinary how he managed to keep up with the doings of his old alumni. If one of them did a good piece of work he would probably receive a letter in a curious script which when deciphered would prove to be a charmingly phrased note of appreciation from his Regius Professor. Naturally, as one so interested in the history of medicine as he, Allbutt highly valued the antiquity of his office and always made use of the arms granted by Queen Elizabeth in 1590 to the Regius Professors of Physic in perpetuity. He incorporated them in his book plate; and among other cherished emblems of his office were the seal, surmounted by a small silver replica of Gian Bologna's Flying Mercury, and the actual Regius Chair of pre-Chippendale design, which together with his doctor's scarlet gown are handed on to his successors. A gesture, surely, deeply appreciated by all who value tradition and continuity.
He was a cultured scholar-physician, of a type becoming rare in these disturbed and bustling days. His fastidious taste in literature made him a meticulous critic of his own writings. They read so smoothly and pleasantly, and this he regarded as so important, that he always wrote three drafts betore finally sending them to the Press. He had an almost uncanny faculty for winnowing the wheat from the chaff in the mass of new work and ideas constantly poured out.
Born before the introduction of anaesthetics he had seen changes in medicine which were unrivalled and not likely to be surpassed in the future. One thing he continued to lament-the divorce of medicine and surgery. "How long", he asked, "are we to go on, as by a Solomon's Schism, cutting maladies into halves and distributing one moiety to one professor, the other to another without laughter or tears?" It is to be feared that this desirable aim is, in an age of increasing specialism, even more visionary than when he spoke.
By the force of his remarkable personality Allbutt certainly raised the status of the Regius Chair higher than it had ever been. I should like to quote some of Sir Humphry Rolleston's eloquent words about his predecessor. "Aristocratic in appearance and courtly in manner he was the most approachable of men, modest almost to a fault as towards his own attainments, enthusiastic in praise of his colleagues and juniors, and so tolerant that he seemed never to notice any small shortcomings." No wonder he was admired and beloved.
His philosophic attitude was exemplified in a letter to me a few years before his death, in which he said he knew rather than felt he was approaching the end of a long life. The last time I dined with him he said: "It isn't dying I mind; what I fear is incapacity." He was spared that, for apart from a heart attack a few months before his death, he was in very much his usual health until the fatal seizure which only lasted ten minutes. This was in the early morning of February 22, 1925, when he was nearly 89. The ultimate residue of his estate he left to Caius College for the establishment of Clifford Allbutt Fellowships for medical research.
Allbutt was a deeply religious man. A member of the Church of England, he was greatly attracted towards the Society of Friends, but as he said: "How can I leave a church in which I was born, baptized and married, with which all my life has been inextricably bound up-tendrils everywhere." It was well said of him that "among the religious he stood for scientific method; among scientists for religious faith". He preached not infrequently and sometimes in St. Edward's Church, Cambridge. Founded by the Franciscans, this tiny church with its lovely columns stands in a backwater of ancient peace, though close to the busy market place. It seems a singularly appropriate setting for one whose inward serenity remained undisturbed by close contact with outward affairs. As Archdeacon J. W: Hunkin, now the Bishop of Truro, said in his memorial sermon, "no man ever came nearer the ideal of what a Regius Professor of Physic should be in a University".
"Ripeness is All."
